Emerging from the ‘COVID Cocoon’

“So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away;
see, everything has become new!” (2 Corinthians 5:17)

A CONGREGATIONAL Perspective

Presented by: Max Howland
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Hello there, my name’s Max, I’m a member of my local Uniting Church, as well as
being involved in various ways in the wider Church. It’s that work, particularly with
the Presbytery which is the Regional Council for the area where I live, that has
provided the experience and stories for this presentation, which is from the
perspective of the church activity. In this first part, we’ll look at the local
congregation.
I should add that a local church is a community, just like any other community group,
and in terms of our operations we all share the same issues. I think that what I say
will have a wider application than just church.
The common theme to every organisation has been the disruption wrought by the
sudden and complete cessation of all gatherings and meetings. Everything stopped.
And now we have to work out how things will slowly – oh so slowly – resume.
At my local congregation
All gathering for Sunday worship stopped. All our small groups, social groups and
activities, and sport the same. Friends were not able to meet, shake hands, share a
hug or have morning tea together. Meetings face to face stopped. And I think there
was a sense of real fear, in more than one place, about what all this might mean. I
was part of that.
And yet:
From the first week, printed material for reading and reflection was made available.
For the second week, somebody decided that we could record a video version of that
material and distribute it for later replay, bearing in mind the tiny numbers able to be
involved. That same week a number of us agreed that we would all watch the video
at the same (normal Sunday 9.30am) time and gather for a ZOOM meeting straight
after it. Within a week or two music was added.
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And now:
We watch the video separately now, but we have around 20-25 gathering via ZOOM
each week, for an hour or more of solid conversation about the video, about issues of
faith and life, of how we and the wider world and God all relate together – an hour of
solid theological conversation: every week!! It’s wonderful!
I have observed great resilience, deep pastoral care, the expansion of a fabulous
monthly magazine that has become an essential component in holding us together as
a congregation. And we know our reach is a good bit wider that it was BC (before
COVID!).
And – that recording session started out as just that – making a recording for worship
at a later time; it has become a genuine worship event in its own right. It just
happened, and it’s wonderful. There’s a different sense now – a sense that we’ve
found our rhythm, that we’re going along OK.
IN SUMMARY
At the local congregation everything stopped:
 Sunday worship
 All social and other small groups, and sport
 Friends were not able to meet or greet
 Meetings ‘face to face’.
And yet:
 From the first week, printed material was made available
 We recorded a video version of the printed material
 We now watch the video and then gather for a ZOOM meeting afterwards
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And now:
 We have around 20-25 gathering via ZOOM each week - … for an hour or more
of solid conversation about the video, about issues of faith and life
 There is great resilience, deep pastoral care, a monthly e-magazine that helps
hold us together as a congregation.
 And the recording session is a worship event in its own right

So – let me suggest that you pause the video now to consider a few questions – as
many or as few as you wish, in any order. You can do this alone, or with a partner or
as part of a small group.

Reflection/Discussion Questions
1. What do you miss the most, or look forward to recovering, in your local
context?
2. What negatives are there, long- or short-term, from the enforced changes
of the last 3-4 months?
3. What new or good things have emerged that you would like to keep?
4. What do you think we have learned about who we are as a church? [or
other community group]
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The wider context
So now let’s look beyond ourselves to a wider context. I cannot give names, of
course, but I know that in general the wider work of the Presbytery and Synod
continues. Quite a number of churches are finding new ways to care for each other.
Many are preparing video for worship – either pre-recorded or live streamed.
“We are discovering how creative, adaptive and caring we are”, in the words of our
national President.
Many congregations are making contact, serious contact, with people they would
normally not see in person; what we call “every-member ministry” is alive and well –
people are discovering gifts they never knew they had.
But of course we have also come to a deeper appreciation of something we already
knew but maybe had taken for granted – how much we as churches are all about
community; and for that we need to be able to gather face to face. I also know that
the wider Uniting Church is continuing its work of advocacy in matters of justice,
domestic violence and other areas.
And in another area of my life, at my Local Government entity, they will begin calling
volunteers back in soon, gradually – but only after we have undertaken the induction
process for post-COVID. We’re not going back to just the old way – not yet, maybe
not ever. And that includes in our Churches.
As the restrictions gradually relax:
Some tiny congregations can resume – they have the space. Bigger congregations,
and any congregation that comes close to filling its space – they cannot even think
about resuming normal Sunday worship yet: how do you choose which 44 of your
200+ people you will invite? Or which 75 of your 700?
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And some congregations do have options, and so they have to make a decision – and
they need to have the confidence that their choice is the right one, or at least a good
one. A key element in that is taking the time to think things through, and not be in
too-big a hurry. And in the meantime, a website I came across reminds us that the
general work of caring for people still has to continue:
 Phone calls to members of your church.
 Financial support where it’s appropriate
 Feed the hungry, give water to the thirsty.
 Shelter the homeless.
One of the Bible readings in lots of our churches in mid July is an excerpt from a letter
by the apostle called Paul to the church in Rome, just a couple of decades after Jesus
himself. One commentator on that section says the main point of that part is that,
while it’s tough sometimes and we might feel not quite up to the task, the truth is we
must not let this become “our problem”, as if to suggest that we have to solve it all
on our own. In our churches we believe, we assert, that we are not alone – our God is
with us: the Spirit of God is at work and this will help us with our coping and with our
decision making.
IN SUMMARY:
In a wider context:
 The wider work of the church continues
 Many churches are finding new ways to care for each other
 We are discovering how creative, adaptive and caring we are
 Congregations are making serious contact with different people
 People are discovering gifts they never knew they had
 We appreciate even more than before how much we as churches are all about
community.
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But: we’re not going back to just the old way – maybe not ever.
 Some tiny congregations can resume, big congregations can’t yet consider it.
 Some congregations do have options, and so they have to make decisions.
 A key element in all this is taking the time to think things through, and not be
in too-big a hurry.
So, let me suggest you pause the video again to consider these questions:
Reflection/Discussion Questions
1. What do you think your local church / group should be doing now? And
why? And how should it be managed?
2. What assistance would you like from whatever state-level umbrella
organisation you have?
3. How do you think your community should care for people who are still
wary of coming back to gatherings?
4. What do you make of the promise that we are not alone?
A concluding word
Somebody has written, on the subject of the last few months – “Jesus has been let
out of the building: to get some exercise, to use his feet and hands”.
This presentation, with its stories of people and organisations – who now need to
make decisions about the way forward – this presentation is the last of a series that
that has covered ethical and justice issues, how our decisions and actions will reflect
the love and care of God, how we care for each other, how the leaders of the church
maintain their own well-being. It’s part of this congregation’s response to the whole
pandemic business. All these things come together now – and I pray that our
decisions will mean that Jesus is allowed to stay out of the building, to get some
exercise doing his work in the world.
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Further Reading
For more information about how Uniting Churches in South Australia are managing
COVID-19 restrictions, we recommend you read New Times, June-July 2020 or see
https://sa.uca.org.au/new-times

About the Presenter
Church has been an integral part of my life all my life: in the Methodist Church as a
child, and then the Uniting Church, which was inaugurated the year I turned 30. By
profession I was a Secondary School Teacher – mostly Maths and as a TeacherLibrarian.
I took somewhat early retirement and undertook degree studies in Theology; my
other interests include most kinds of music, keeping up with developments in science
and technology (as a lay person), photography, travel (when we can!!).
I currently work on a voluntary basis with the Uniting Church through various bodies:
 Convener of the Lay Preachers’ Committees for SA and at National level;
 Secretary for the Uniting Church Adult Fellowships National Committee;
 Secretary for the Presbytery (Regional Council) of Southern SA.
 I’m a reasonably busy Lay Preacher.
 I’m also a volunteer Driver with Local Government Council where I live.
Max Howland
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